University of South Florida St. Petersburg

Digital USFSP
Crow's Nest

University History: Campus Publications

9-25-2017

Crow's Nest : 2017 : 09 : 25 [Special Edition]
University of South Florida St. Petersburg

Follow this and additional works at: https://digital.usfsp.edu/crows_nest

Recommended Citation
University of South Florida St. Petersburg, "Crow's Nest : 2017 : 09 : 25 [Special Edition]" (2017). Crow's
Nest. 811.
https://digital.usfsp.edu/crows_nest/811

This News Article is brought to you for free and open access by the University History: Campus Publications at
Digital USFSP. It has been accepted for inclusion in Crow's Nest by an authorized administrator of Digital USFSP.

THE CROW ’S NEST
SPECIAL EDITION

Volume 49, Issue 4 - September 25, 2017 | Online at crowsneststpete.com

@CrowsNestStPete

@USFCrowsNest

@USFCrowsNest

@USFSPCrowsNest

CAMPUS IN CRISIS
Suddenly, the regional chancellor is gone – forced out for the way she
handled Hurricane Irma. As USFSP reels in confusion and dismay, some
senior faculty bristle with anger and an interim chancellor – the seventh
campus leader in the last 15 years – works to steady a shaky ship.
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When she left town the day before
Hurricane Irma hit St. Petersburg, Sophia
Wisniewska had no idea it would lead to
her ouster and roil the university’s quest
for stability and prestige.
Now the campus is riven by
bewilderment and frustration as Interim
Chancellor Martin Tadlock – who arrived
just 14 months ago – works to settle
jangled nerves and maintain what he
called the “purposeful focus on students.”
For more than a week, there were
unflattering national headlines, questions
and rumors, campus forums and
water cooler klatches – and no official
explanations from USF system President
Judy Genshaft, who let public records
and subordinates speak for her.
Typical was the reaction of
Jay Sokolovsky, a professor at
USFSP since 1994 and chair of the
Department of Anthropology.
“I know from discussion with other
senior faculty that there is concern over
the repeated tendency for precipitous
firing of the heads of our campus
by Tampa administration and the
replacement with interim administrators
with little or no consultation with
senior faculty,” he said.
Ironically, for all the predictions of
calamity, the eye of the hurricane that
forecasters said was bearing down on
Tampa Bay as a Category 3 or 4 storm
ended up passing 50 miles east of
Tampa on the night of Sept. 10-11 as a
Category 2 and 1.
But it was Wisniewska’s decisions
during the days leading up to the
hurricane that drew Genshaft’s ire.
On Wednesday, Sept. 6, the USF
system canceled classes but left residence
halls open while awaiting further
hurricane forecasts. Documents indicate
that Genshaft and Wisniewska then

When Raymond Arsenault arrived
in 1980, most of the tiny school that
townspeople called “USF Bayboro” sat on
11 acres jutting out into Bayboro Harbor.
The financial endowment was small,
the mission unclear, the future uncertain.
Over the years, however, as Arsenault
became a prominent Southern historian
and author, his little school grew in size
— now 52 acres — and in ambition.
It gained separate accreditation in 2006 —
a key milestone in academic self-governance
— and recently seemed poised to grow
dramatically and thrive under a leader
he calls “the most effective and popular
chancellor in the history of USFSP.”
But – suddenly – Sophia Wisniewska
is gone, forced to resign by USF system
President Judy Genshaft on Sept. 18
because she thought Wisniewska botched
campus preparations for Hurricane Irma,
and then left town the day before the
storm was expected to hit.
The ouster, said Arsenault, was “more
like an execution than a resignation.”
Genshaft’s move was a “gross over
reaction” that trampled on due
process, ignored senior faculty, ruined
Wisniewska’s reputation and threw the St.
Petersburg campus into turmoil, he said.
“When you have unexpected firings and
interim positions, it is not necessarily a
catastrophe, but it can be,” said Arsenault.
“The world of higher education is hard as
much as it is, and you need a steady hand
at the wheel. We had that.
“I think a lot of people felt like
Wisniewska would be here for a decade.
She had our fundraising back together,
enrollments were good and going up.”
Many professors were stunned by
Wisniewska’s departure and the way
it was handled by Genshaft, the USF
system president since 2000.
But few were as blunt as Arsenault.

Amid the frustration that came after
the former regional chancellor’s abrupt
departure, Martin Tadlock, 63, has made
it his mission to calm the nerves of
students and faculty.
Last week, the new leader of
the university assured the campus
community that things will proceed
smoothly in the months ahead.
Some of the forums were tense, as he
contended with fuming faculty members
who wanted answers.
“It’s not about me, it’s not about any
one of (the faculty). It’s about how you
treat (the students) and help them grow
and reach their goals,” said Tadlock at
a forum Wednesday. “If you focus on
that, all your cares and worries are easier
… So don’t forget that in the middle of
a hurricane or a firing.” (see Tadlock
statements, page 5).
Taking on the role of an interim university
leader is familiar territory for Tadlock.
He was interim president of the
Northeastern State University in
Oklahoma for six months in 2011
after Don Betz, his predecessor, left to
become president of another university.
The chairman of the board at NSU
recommended Tadlock for the position.
Joining USF St. Petersburg as vice
chancellor of academic affairs 14 months
ago, Tadlock directed the creation of a
master academic plan to set the university’s
goals for growth for the next five years.
The goals of the plan included doubling the
number of academic majors, reducing the
cost of textbooks and doubling the number
of part-time campus jobs.
At one of his faculty forums last week,
Tadlock detailed his early life and his
long journey toward college.
Tadlock grew up “dirt poor” in small
town Rockingham, North Carolina. After
high school, his father didn’t support his
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RECAP, continued from P1
disagreed on whether and
when the USFSP residence
halls should be evacuated.
Wisniewska’s team wanted
to order student evacuations
on Sept. 7, but Genshaft
countermanded that directive.
Then when Genshaft shifted
direction, Wisniewska waited
until she got legal advice from
the USF system to act.
Wisniewska said the last 10
students were gone by 10 a.m.
on Saturday, Sept. 9, and the
campus was secure. Then she
left St. Petersburg to drive to
Atlanta without telling Genshaft.
Asked at 4:17 p.m. that day
for a status report, Wisniewska
responded by email at 11:18
p.m. that as she walked around
campus, “I heard more birds
chirping than students talking.
The campus is very quiet.”
At 8:56 a.m. the next day
(Sunday), Wisniewska emailed
another status report about
USFSP, adding this P.S.: “Last
night, I arrived in Atlanta where
I will stay the next two days.”
Forty-two minutes later,
Genshaft’s chief of staff
responded: “Are you in St. Pete?”

“I was taken aback
by insinuations that
I was purposefully
misleading
people about my
whereabouts when
I evacuated to
Atlanta,”
—Wisniewska

In a draft letter of
“termination for cause” that
was never finalized, Genshaft
accused Wisniewska of
creating “an intolerable safety
risk to our students and the
USFSP community.” She said
the chancellor resisted her
directive to evacuate students,
then left the state “without
first notifying this office or
ensuring that a clear chain of
command was in place.”
Wisniewska pushed back
in a blunt response, and on
Monday, Sept. 18, the two
leaders signed a voluntary
resignation agreement,
effective immediately, in
which Wisniewska also
gives up her tenured faculty
position on May 1, 2018.
“I was taken aback by
insinuations that I was
purposefully misleading
people about my whereabouts
when I evacuated to Atlanta,”
Wisniewska told The Crow’s
Nest later.
“I was on campus on
Wednesday, Thursday and
Friday” before evacuating on
Saturday, she said. “I walked
around the longest on Thursday,
and the last time was Friday in
the middle of the day. I should
have said (in her Sept. 9 email to
Genshaft) that I was describing
the campus before I left …. I
wish I had been more clear.”
The forced departure of
Wisniewska made national news.

On a Washington Post
website story that typified the
coverage, the headline was:
“This university leader fled
Florida during Hurricane Irma.
Now she has been ousted.”
“In times of crisis,
leaders cannot abandon
ship and be unclear about
their whereabouts,” said
the Tampa Bay Times in an
editorial. “That is essentially
what the leader of the
University of South Florida
St. Petersburg did with
Hurricane Irma headed this
way … USF president Judy
Genshaft’s move to fire her
was appropriate.”

EXECUTION,
NOT RESIGNATION
But on the campus that the
popular Wisniewska had led
for four years, much of the
reaction had a different tone.
Confusion reigned as news
broke in the Times on Sept.
16 that she had been sacked
without a word of explanation
from Genshaft, who – more
than a week later – has still
not discussed the move or
come to St. Petersburg to
meet with rattled faculty and
administrators.
The St. Petersburg campus
has labored in the shadow of
the Tampa campus since the
first students enrolled here in
1965. And as it has strived to
gain recognition and purpose,
it has endured a constant
churn in leadership.
Fourteen people have led the
campus – with titles varying
from campus dean to chief
executive officer to regional
chancellor – since 1968. In
Genshaft’s 17 years as USF
president, St. Petersburg has
had seven leaders.
Among some senior faculty
at least, there is criticism that
Genshaft routinely acts without
consulting anybody in St.
Petersburg and that USFSP
made great strides in the four
years under Wisniewska.
Raymond Arsenault, a
professor of Southern history
since 1980, said Wisniewska’s
ouster was “more like an
execution than a resignation.”
“When something like this
happens, when you aren’t
informed or consulted and it’s
just a done deal, it’s shocking
and disturbing,” he said.
“Sophia led by example –
smart but humble, curious and
decisive,” said Deni Elliott,
chair of the Department
of Journalism and Digital
Communication, in a Crow’s
Nest column. “She governed
by giving stakeholders voice
and making thoughtful
decision that synthesized
the best that campus and
community had to offer.” (See
Elliott column, page 6).
Feelings were running
high on Wednesday when a
Crow’s Nest reporter showed
up to cover a meeting
between Tadlock and about
a dozen senior faculty and
administrators.
“Get him the heck out of here,”

said one unidentified woman.
“Sunshine Law,” yelled back
someone who wanted him to stay.
The reporter left at the polite
request of Tadlock.

POWERFUL AND
WELL PAID
Genshaft, the longest
serving president in USF
history, is powerful and well
paid. She enjoys a good
reputation with her bosses –
the 13 members of the USF
system’s Board of Trustees
– and has a compensation
package, including a base
salary, performance-based
stipends and benefits of more
than $900,000, according to
published reports.
In 2016, she was the second
highest paid president of a
public university in Florida,
after W. Kent Fuchs at the
University of Florida, according
to the Tampa Bay Times. And
in 2014, her compensation
package made her the 12th
highest paid public university
president in the country,
according to the Chronicle of
Higher Education.
Her tenure has not been
without controversy, however.
In 2001, she suspended
and banned a Tampa-based
computer science professor
named Sami Al-Arian from
campus amid controversy
over allegations he supported
terrorists. Civil libertarians
criticized her for violating his
right to free speech and some
professors warned that she
was violating his rights as a
tenured professor.
Two years later, when AlArian was arrested on federal
charges, Genshaft fired him.
He later pleaded guilty to
telling lies and committing
non-violent acts to help
terrorists and was deported.
More recently, in 2010,
Genshaft fired the university’s
founding football coach,
the popular and successful
Jim Leavitt, after USF
investigators found that he

A campus left in the dark
There is more to this issue than made it to print. For our
continuous coverage of the controversial resignation of
Sophia Wisniewska, read us online.
Check it out at http://crowsneststpete.com

had slapped a player.
USF St. Petersburg is one
of three campuses in the USF
system overseen by Genshaft.
The system serves nearly
50,000 students, with the
vast majority on the Tampa
campus. In 2016-2017, the St.
Petersburg campus had 4,700
students and the SarasotaManatee campus had 2,100.
In recent years, the Tampa
campus has grown in
enrollment and national stature
as a research institution and
powerful player in the state
and Tampa Bay region.
Meanwhile, the St.
Petersburg and SarasotaManatee campuses have
worked to refine their niches
in the USF system.
Under Wisniewska, whose
annual salary was $289,075,
USFSP developed a five-year
academic plan that reset the
direction of the campus and
updated its master plan, which
anticipates a student body of
10,000 students by 2025.
The university secured
the two largest donations
in its history, opened a new
building for the College of
Business, and inched higher
in the national Best College
Rankings of U.S. News &
World Report. (In the category
of top public universities in
the South, USFSP is No. 24,
behind the University of North
Florida at No. 18.)
Wisniewska said Thursday
she is “proud to have moved
the needle on the ranking and
visibility of our campus.”
“Where faculty and staff had
previously described our school
as ‘not USF Tampa’ and ‘not
St. Pete College,’ we now speak
of our distinctive identity,” said
Elliott, the journalism chair,
noting that USFSP is now the
first-choice school of many
bright applicants.

There are plans for a third
residence hall, which is
tentatively scheduled to open
in 2019; a new academic
building for the teaching
of science, technology,
engineering and math; a
new parking garage; and an
expansion of the Student
Life Center.
Meanwhile, faculty and
administrators have continued
a public and private debate
over the best role for the small
but growing campus. Should
it be primarily a teaching
university? Or a school
that tries to emphasize both
teaching and research?
This is the debate and
the institution that Martin
Tadlock inherits, at least for
the next few months.
Although he has been an
acting chancellor before – at
Northeastern State University
in Oklahoma – he has been at
USFSP for only 14 months.
Much of the leadership team
Tadlock now heads came
aboard during Wisniewska’s
tenure – the dean of students,
the deans of the colleges of
business and education, and
several key administrators.
In forums with students,
faculty and staff last week,
Tadlock said the success of
USFSP “is rooted in the work
of many people here.”
He pledged to help
continue that work as the
university’s plans and
priorities remain unchanged.
“While humbled to serve
in this interim role,” he
said, “I appreciate President
Genshaft’s confidence in me
and in all of us to build upon
the incredible progress we
have made here at USFSP.”
Information from the Tampa
Bay Times and USF websites
was used in this report.

COURTESY OF USFSP

Happy Days: In happier times, (from left to right) top USF officials Judy Mitchell, Sophia Wisniewska, Judy Genshaft,
Bob Churuti, Stephanie Goforth pose together in the University Student Center Ballroom in 2013.

TH E CROW ’ S N E ST

September 25, 2017

Tumult at the top: Leadership changes at USFSP over the years
This report is based on the
work of university historian and
former librarian James Anthony
Schnur. Information from
USFSP websites and the Tampa
Bay Times was also used.

B

ill Heller had been dean
and chief executive of the
St. Petersburg campus for
a decade when he got a jolt.
His boss, USF President Judy
Genshaft, wanted him to resign.
Without a full public
explanation, the longest serving
leader in St. Petersburg campus
history was demoted to professor
in 2002 and a caretaker was
named to replace him.
Some senior faculty
members and St. Petersburg
civic leaders were stunned.
Miffed, the City Council
shelved a plan to lease a
downtown arena and theater
complex to the university.
“I have some really great
reservations about doing
business with USF at this
point,” said council member
Virginia Littrell.
Heller, then 66, recovered
nicely. He remained on campus
as a professor, served four
years in the state House of
Representatives and then five
years as dean of the College of
Education before retiring from
that post in December.
At the St. Petersburg

COURTESTY OF USFSP

Bill Heller

campus, however, a pattern of
turnover at the top continued.
Since 1968, 14 people have
led the campus with titles like
dean, chief executive, interim
chancellor and chancellor.
Seven of them have served
during Genshaft’s 17 years as
USF president.
First to lead the then-tiny
campus was Lester Tuttle,
who held the title of dean of
USF Bayboro.
About 630 students, all
upperclassmen, took classes
in liberal arts, education,
business administration and
engineering in buildings
that once housed the U.S.
Maritime Service Training
Station on an 11-acre finger
of land where the College of
Marine Science is today.
When Tuttle departed in
mid-1976, David Ryder
Kenerson became interim
dean. A former business
professor and hospital
administrator, Kenerson served
as USF and the city began
negotiating an expansion of
the campus. He returned to
teaching in February 1979.
John Hinz followed
Kenerson as dean. During his
seven years in the post, the
campus expanded to include
the buildings that are now
called Davis and Bayboro
halls and the state authorized

COURTESTY OF USFSP

Karen White

ARSENAULT, continued from P1
A specialist in the political,
social, environmental and civil
rights history of the South,
Arsenault, 69, is the author or
editor of eight books, including
a history of St. Petersburg and
the much-acclaimed book,
“Freedom Riders.” He is now
writing a biography of the late
Arthur Ashe, a black tennis star.
A longtime community
activist, Arsenault was
president of the American Civil
Liberties Union of Florida
from 1998 to 2000, according
to his USFSP biography.
In two interviews with The
Crow’s Nest in the immediate
aftermath of Wisniewska’s
resignation, Arsenault spoke
while details were still
coming out.
“My reaction is that, first
of all, we’ve lost the most
effective and popular chancellor
in the history of USFSP,” he
said. “That’s the bottom line.
“When I heard, I just sat
there, really stunned. It was
very disappointing to see that
a regional chancellor like
Wisniewska, … who really

solidified important relations
in the community and (was)
accessible to faculty and staff,
was just let go.”
Arsenault noted the rapid
turnover in St. Petersburg
campus leaders during Genshaft’s
tenure and called Wisniewska’s
ouster “the third firing with no
explanation, and this is what’s so
alarming to the faculty.
“We weren’t consulted and
we weren’t informed; we were
just informed through the
newspaper,” he said. “We have
a great commitment to supposed
faculty involvement with
administration, but when things
like this happen, it really shakes
the confidence in the system.”
Arsenault said Wisniewska’s
ouster was “done more
like an execution than a
resignation. There was no
trial. I could have seen her
(Genshaft) calling a meeting
of faculty and senior staff, and
then making that decision.
But instead, she did it in a
humiliating fashion. It was
disrespectful to Sophia.”
Arsenault said he

a doctoral program in marine
science. A scholar of American
literature, Hinz resumed
teaching when his stint as dean
ended in July 1985.
For the next year, the
campus was led by Interim
Dean Samuel Y. Fustukjian,
a librarian and native of
Lebanon. He eventually
transferred to the Tampa
campus to become director of
the USF system libraries.
Lowell E. Davis was dean
for three eventful years
starting in August 1986.
The campus endowment
grew from $600,000 to $2.2
million during his tenure,
and Davis initiated plans
to expand the footprint of
the campus and improve its
course offerings. He died of a
stroke in August 1989. Davis
Hall is named for him.
Karen Spear, an assistant
dean under Davis, became
acting dean upon his death.
She departedin June 1990 to
become dean of the School
of Arts and Sciences at Fort
Lewis College in Colorado.
The coordinator of the
College of Education, Winston
T. Bridges, followed Spear
as interim dean until August
1992, then served as the
campus’ chief academic officer
until he retired in 2003.
Then came Heller, who

COURTESTY OF USFSP

Margaret Sullivan

understands the need for
administrative responsibility
concerning the safety and
security of students on campus,
but that Genshaft’s swift move
was inappropriate.
“I understand wanting
students’ families to feel that
their children are safe. That’s
perfectly understandable,” he
said. “But the hurricane was
already gone. It seems to me
that recommending she resign
(was) a quite extreme action
to just destroy a very valuable
person’s academic career.
”It seems to me that
Sophia did everything she
should have done. Maybe
communication wasn’t clear
enough for Genshaft. But the
fact that would lead to a forced
resignation … this is a gross
overreaction, in my view.”
Arsenault compared the
departure of Wisniewska
to the ouster of Bill Heller,
another popular campus leader,
in 2002. That was a move
Genshaft never adequately
explained, in the view of many
on campus and members of the

served in the top campus
post as dean and then as vice
president/chief executive
officer. During his 10 years,
the campus moved toward
greater autonomy while
strengthening ties with the
city of St. Petersburg. The
Nelson Poynter Memorial
Library opened in 1996,
and in 2002 the Legislature
officially named the school
the University of South
Florida St. Petersburg.
When Heller was ousted in
2002, Ralph Wilcox replaced
him as interim vice president and
chief executive officer for a year.
A professor at the University
of Memphis, Wilcox had just
completed a year in Genshaft’s
office on a fellowship.
The next campus leader was
Karen White, who served as
chief executive officer and
then regional chancellor from
July 2003 till December 2008.
On her watch, Residence Hall
One and the parking garage
were built, and in June 2006
USFSP won accreditation from
the Southern Association of
Colleges and Schools.
Two years later, however, the
university was stunned to learn
it had been put on probation by
the accrediting association
for failure to comply with
two standards that involve
measuring student progress.

COURTESTY OF USFSP

William T. “Bill” Hogarth

St. Petersburg City Council.
“Only a handful of us have
been around since 2002,
so most people don’t have
personal experience with this
kind of thing happening,” said
Arsenault.
“I’ve seen what can go right
and what can go wrong, and I
think we always thought that
we had a kind of commitment

When White resigned
to become an adviser to
President Genshaft, she
was replaced by Margaret
Sullivan, a former
administrator at Georgia
State University who was
considered an expert in higher
education accreditation.
Sullivan helped the
university return to full
accreditation and served
as regional chancellor
until August 2012. Under
her watch, the university
acquired the former Dali
Museum building, which
became Harbor Hall, broke
ground for the University
Student Center and expanded
the building that now houses
the Student Life Center.
In August 2012, William
T. “Bill” Hogarth, director
of the Florida Institute of
Oceanography and
former dean of the College
of Marine Science, was named
interim chancellor.
After a national search,
Sophia Wisniewska became
regional chancellor in July
2013 and served for four years
until Genshaft forced her to
resign on Sept. 18.
In her place is Interim
Chancellor Martin Tadlock,
who came to USFSP 14 months
ago as regional vice chancellor
for academic affairs.

COURTESTY OF USFSP

Ralph Wilcox

to due process,” he said.
“When something like this
happens, when you aren’t
informed or consulted and it’s
just a done deal, it’s shocking
and disturbing.”
Information from USFSP
historian James Anthony
Schnur and USFSP websites
was used in this report.

COURTESY OF USFSP

Fifty Faces: Ray Arsenault in an interview for 50 Faces of USFSP, a series
that celebrated the 50th anniversary of the campus. In the interview, Arsenault
spoke about the growth of the campus in his then 35 years.
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Dismayed and confused; the campus reacts
By Dinorah Prevost,
Timothy Fanning, Delaney
Brown and Anna Bryson
week after the regional
chancellor’s sudden
departure, campus faculty,
staff and students are still roiling in
confusion, dismayed by the void
left behind by, the beloved campus
leader, Sophia Wisniewska. Here
are some comments from the
campus community.
The interviews included in
this article were conducted at
various points in the aftermath
of Wisniewska’s resignation.
Some spoke while details were
still coming out.

A

COURTESTY OF USFSP

Jay Sokolovsky, a professor
at USF St. Petersburg
since 1994 and chair of the
department of anthropology
“I know from discussion with
other senior faculty that there
is concern over the repeated
tendency for precipitous firing
of the heads of our campus
by Tampa administration and
the replacement with interim
administrators with little or no
consultation with senior faculty.”
In his work with
Wisniewska, Sokolovsky
said, “I came to greatly
admire her administrative
skills and intelligence in
leading the campus. Having
worked as a professor
for over 40 years in two
major university systems, I
perceived her to be one of
the stronger campus leaders I
have worked with.”
Sokolovsky called
Wisniewska, after her departure,
to tell her how much he, and
other faculty, appreciated her
work at the campus.
Casey Frechette, assistant
professor in the department
of journalism and digital
communication
“I think it was surprising.
It was the first that I had
heard of any concerns or
challenges in terms of either
an evacuation of the campus
or anything about how our
campus handled the response.
So it caught me off guard.”
“There have been cases
in the past where departures
sometimes have been abrupt
and sometimes unclear in
terms of what was behind
them. I think anytime that
happens, it’s challenging for
us as a community and people
are understandably concerned

and confused about what’s
going on.”
“In terms of consultation,
I think that anytime faculty
and administrators are part of
important decision making
for the future of the campus,
it’s good and helpful for the
campus … In this particular
case, I definitely sympathize
with faculty or administrators
who have said ‘Boy, it would
have been great if we were
looped in and consulted.’ I feel
like I don’t know enough about
exactly what happened and the
full story behind it to really
say that that absolutely should
have happened in this case.”

COURTESTY OF TAMIRACLE WILLIAMS

David Thompson, student
body president
“I think like everyone else
I was surprised when I heard.
I didn’t deal with her directly
during the hurricane, but as a
whole she has just been a great
partner in what we’ve been
doing in Student Government.
To hear about her departure
was shocking. It was one
of those things, but like she
said (in the interview with
The Crow’s Nest), we have to
give all of our support to Dr.
Tadlock, and keep going.”
Deni Elliott, chair of the
department of journalism
and media studies
“I am so proud of USFSP
this week. Martin Tadlock
stepped up to bring faculty
and staff together and found
a way to move forward.
That’s in large part due to
the legacy (Wisniewska) left
on this campus. From the
moment she stepped onto this
campus she was working on
the strategic plan. When I see
the faculty and staff come
together, like they have, I
think of Sophia’s legacy.”
“I also think that because
of the trust Judy (Genshaft)
had in appointing Tadlock, it
shows that she’s working to
have us pull together.”
Lea Whitley, a
junior majoring in
entrepreneurship
“I don’t think the campus
appropriately handled any
kind of evacuation at all …
I don’t think enough people
took it seriously in enough
time. What happened to the
storm was a miracle (that it
didn’t affect St. Pete).”

been more on the ball than her
superiors regarding evacuation.
(The) firing seems harsh.”

COURTESTY OF USFSP

Jacob Diaz, dean of
students
“I always feel a sense of
sadness when anyone from
the community I am apart of
is no longer with us. I’ve been
in higher education almost
20 years and I think it’s hard
when you see colleagues
transition. I don’t know the
details, nor should I know. In
my little over three year time
here with Wisniewska, she’s
been great to me. She’s been
kind and she’s done a lot for
the campus.”

“It’s unfortunate
that what seems
like a miscommunication resulted in
her leaving. There’s
no way Sophia
would’ve risked the
safety of students.”
— Jolly
Allison Jolly, women’s
sailing coach
“It’s unfortunate
that what seems like a
miscommunication resulted in
her leaving. There’s no way
Sophia would’ve risked the
safety of students.”
“In my 14 years here, I don’t
think I’ve seen a change so
sudden happen on campus. The
(other regional chancellors)
tendered their resignation.”
Rim Shuman, former
student government chief
justice (graduated in 2016)
“Sophia was a pleasure,
one of the greatest individuals
I could speak on behalf of
… There have been way too
many times great instructors
(have) been fired. For example,
the English department is
overturned more than the
seasons. Seemingly too much
personal interest rather than
(in) the interest of the students
with these decisions made by
Judy (Genshaft).”

COURTESTY OF USFSP

Mark Lombardi-Nelson,
former student body
president (2012 - 2014)
As student body president,
Lombardi-Nelson culminated a
relationship with Wisniewska
that would last long after
college.
“It’s sad that she’s gone.
Wisniewska is someone I
have a lot of respect and
admiration for. We built a good
relationship while I was there,
and continued to have a good
relationship after. It’s sad and
disappointing.”
Jozef Gherman, former
student body president (2015
- 2016)
“I think everyone
would have liked more
notice and explanation as
opposed to ‘Hey, you’re
out, and to everyone else
who’s wondering why this
happened, we’re not gonna
give you a reason for a few
days. I think that should have
been a lot more transparent
… It created a lot of chaos
and confusion that could
have been worked around if
people actually knew why.
Like, ‘Hey the leader of your
campus is gone and we don’t
have a reason for you. Stay
tuned for the next three days
until we release it.”
“I can tell you from
knowing Dr. Genshaft and
knowing the trustees, that
this wasn’t a decision that
was taken lightly. It seemed
a little rushed, but like I said,
if a university feels like a
campus leader cannot keep
together student safety, it’s
going to be a big issue, and
that needs to be acted upon
immediately.”
Toni Johnson DeForest,
journalism and digital
communications graduate
student
“I don’t understand why
she felt it necessary to be
so misleading in her emails.
However, she seems to have

COURTESTY OF USFSP

Thomas Smith, professor of
political science and director
of the honors program
“Like the rest of the faculty
in St. Pete, I was stunned at the
news. From what I can see this
looks like misunderstanding
and miscommunication more
than anything else. Given how
valuable Dr. Wisniewska is
to USF St. Pete and the USF
System let’s hope President
Genshaft reconsiders her
decision.”
“The lack of faculty
consultation is inexcusable.
This is my 18th year teaching
at USFSP. I shouldn’t have to
read about this in the Tampa
Bay Times.”

COURTESTY OF TAMIRACLE WILLIAMS

Maria Almonte, student
body vice president
“It’s still surprising because
in the three years I’ve been
here, she’s done a wonderful
job. We’ve been able to see the
campus change within the 2 ½
years I’ve known her. I don’t
doubt that Martin (Tadlock)
will do the same thing because,
if you are a part of someone’s
team, you have the same
vision, and our school should
continue to keep growing.”

Genshaft, Wisniewska sparred
before forced departure of
regional chancellor
Visit our website to view some of the key documents
released by the USF system on Sept. 18 in response to
a public records request by The Crow’s Nest. Here you
can find the draft letter from Genshaft, the reply from
Wisniewska and key points from the resignation agreement.
Visit the article at http://bit.ly/2xzeNKf
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Through turmoil, Tadlock tries to bring campus back together

JONAH HINEBAUGH | THE CROW’S NEST

Addressing Concerns: Interim Regional Chancellor Martin Tadlock, left, and Student Body President David Thompson held a forum last Monday afternoon to address new leadership and
some of the concerns about Sophia Wisniewska’s abrupt departure.

Editor’s note: Last week,
the newly appointed interim
regional chancellor Martin
Tadlock hosted two forums
for faculty and staff, and last
Monday, he met with students.
The following statements were
sent to campus employees and
students.

MESSAGE TO
FACULTY
Good afternoon.
I’m glad to see you all here
and that you and your families
are safe – and that Hurricane
Irma is behind us. It’s been an
eventful two weeks.
You’ve read the media
reports. There are different
perspectives about what
happened during the storm and
why. At the end of the day, the
transition in leadership was a
decision made by President
Genshaft. We must respect that
decision and move forward by
providing a sense of stability
for our students.
Although I joined the USF
St. Petersburg community
14 short months ago, this
is home. Not a house, but a
home. While anyone can build
a house, a home is created
through relationships built upon
agreements, disagreements,
compromise, and a thread
of values and beliefs that
lead to unity of purpose. The
purposeful focus on students
and the importance of close
working relationships at USFSP
are what drew me here. They
are what keep me here.
We live in a time of change
in education and in society in
general. Sometimes we can
anticipate those changes; other
times we can’t. Regardless, as
a community we weather those
changes, we serve our students,
we serve our region, and we
rely upon each other to grow
personally and professionally.
That is what we do.
With this change in
leadership, please keep in mind

that our success as a university
is measured by the success of
our students, and the success
of our students is dependent
upon how well we function as
a community of faculty, staff,
and administration. After 36
years in education, I have seen
time after time that the success
of a middle school, high
school, college or university
is dependent upon those who
dedicate themselves to the
success of others. No one
person can insure the success
of an entire community. Our
success is rooted in the work
of many people here. The
people you know and work
with most closely are the same
and will not change.
USFSP has accomplished a
lot over the last few years and
we must continue to build on
that good work.
Our freshmen continue to
tell us that USFSP was their
first choice. Our retention and
graduation rates are on the
rise. With SWIRL included,
our 6-year graduation rate is
60% for the 2009 cohort. Our
fall-to-fall Academic Progress
Rate jumped by 10 percentage
points. Retention currently is up
by about 6 percentage points.
This is incredible progress and
an indication that the work of
so many in this room is making
an impact. By coming together
as a team, we’ve improved
student success in new ways.
By working together – and
putting our students first –
our persistence initiatives
are producing outcomes that
ultimately, will ensure that we
meet the benchmarks necessary
to qualify for critical funding
from the Board of Governors.
As we enter this new school
year, USFSP remains in the
Top 25 Southern Regional
Public Universities, as ranked
by U.S. News & World Report.
The new rankings were
released last week and we can
be very proud. Earlier this
summer, we earned a Silver
rating from the Association

for the Advancement for
Sustainability in Higher
Education. We are entering
into the process for renewal of
our Carnegie Classification for
Community Engagement. And,
the Kate Tiedemann College
of Business is preparing for
re-accreditation of its business
and accounting programs by
AACSB International.
Additionally, the Honors
Program will double in size.
We have six new international
partners in China and Malaysia
resulting in: four recent grads
working in Weifang, China at
an international college and
at Behai College this year; at
least three professors going
abroad to teach a short course
in China or Malaysia next
summer, all expenses paid;
and semester-long tuition and
housing scholarships for two
USFSP students to study at
Huaihua University in China
each year.
Our institutional priorities
will remain the same. We will
continue to move forward
to gain final approvals for
our new residence hall.
Extensive renovations are
planned for Davis Hall,
and we will continue to
look for opportunities to
acquire additional space to
accommodate growth. If you
haven’t been over to the new
“Edge District,” be sure to
drop in. It’s a great new space
for our students and a nice
addition to our waterfront.
As we move forward, our
relationships with partners in
the community will become
that much more important.
At USFSP, our students have
unique opportunities to engage
in experiential learning,
whether that’s participating
in research, internships, civic
learning or study abroad. More
than 200 students participated
in our Research Symposium
last spring. Ensuring these
opportunities can differentiate
us – and you – from the pack.
At the end of the day,

despite this week’s changes,
we are all here to ensure
that this university is an
incredible place for students
to realize their dreams – and
for each of us to grow as
mentors and leaders.
Before we get to your
questions, let me wrap up by
underscoring that we have
great people here.
We have hard working,
dedicated staff who love this
place, incredible researchers,
outstanding teachers, and
administrators who are here
to serve and help others be
successful. We will continue to
work closely to fulfill our goals
in strategic plans for Academic
Affairs, Student Affairs, the
Nelson Poynter Library and
our Diversity office.
We will continue to mature
and flourish as a separately
accredited regional university
with a distinctive identity
within the USF System.
While humbled to serve in
this interim role, I appreciate
President Genshaft’s
confidence in me and in
all of us to build upon the
incredible progress we have
made here at USFSP.
Thank you.

MESSAGE TO
STUDENTS
Dear Students,
I hope that you are back to
your daily class schedule and
that you and your families
are safe now that Hurricane
Irma is behind us. For your
convenience, we have a
quick reference to hurricanerelated resources available
on our website.
It’s been an eventful
week. On Monday, Student
Government President
David Thompson and I
hosted a student forum in the
University Student Center
to talk about my role as
Interim Regional Chancellor
for USF St. Petersburg. I

wanted to share a little of our
conversation with you if you
were unable to attend.
With the change in leadership
at USFSP, I want you to
know that our success as a
university is measured by
the accomplishments of our
students, our faculty and staff.
After 36 years in education, I
have seen time after time that
success is dependent upon those
who dedicate themselves to the
success of others. No individual
can ensure the success of an
entire community.
We have great people
here. We have hardworking and dedicated
staff who love this place,
incredible researchers,
outstanding educators, and
administrators who are here
to serve and help others be
successful. The people you
know in your classes, in
your on-campus job or in
your organization are the
same as they were.
While news coverage was
trained on Irma last week,
we received some news of
our own that I’d like to share
with you. USFSP remains in
the Top 25 Southern Regional
Public Universities, as ranked
by U.S. News & World
Report. We also jumped up
six spots on the Southern
Regional Public and Private
Universities list to No. 66.
As I shared on Monday,
we have plans and priorities
in place that will continue
to move USFSP forward.
While humbled to serve in
this interim role, I appreciate
President Genshaft’s
confidence in all of us to build
upon the incredible progress
we have made here at USFSP.
Starting in October I‘ll be
hosting Campus Conversations
and hope you’ll consider
stopping in to talk. I’m looking
forward to continuing the
dialogue with you.
- Martin Tadlock, PhD
Interim Regional Chancellor
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Sophia leaves ‘bond that transcends her departure’
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Guest Columnist

S

ophia left a legacy of
connection and shared
governance that Interim
Chancellor Martin Tadlock will
carry forward and build upon.
Chancellor Sophia
Wisniewska took St. Petersburg
by storm in 2013. She left by
storm as well, but I believe that
I speak for many within the
University of South Florida – St.
Petersburg community when I
say that Sophia left our campus
gleaming from her time with us.
While USFSP was on a
trajectory to developing its
unique identity when Sophia
joined us, she helped us
combine strengths to reach
new heights. Through her
leadership, USFSP continued
to rise in regional rankings.
Where there had been students
coming to USFSP because
they couldn’t get into first or
second choice schools, we
now welcome the brightest and
the best first-year students.

They really want to be right
here. Where there had been
campus units operating at
cross-purposes, she united
us under the tent of student
success. Where there had been
apathy for what USFSP had
to offer our city and region,
Sophia sent and received
delegations on “learning
journeys” to create new
connections. Where USFSP’s
unique nature had been hidden,
she showed us how to shine.
Sophia led by example.
Smart but humble; curious
and decisive. She governed
by giving stakeholders’
voice and making thoughtful
decisions that synthesized
the best that campus and
community had to offer.
She motivated campus and
community to collaborate
so that we could create the
USFSP we know today. By
the end of her first year,
Sophia had gathered ideas
from more than 600 students,
staff members, faculty,
administrators, community
leaders and friends-not-yetmet into a coherent strategic
plan. The plan, Vision 20/20,
provided the rudder for our
work beginning in 2014.
The plan gave us a common
language. Where faculty
and staff had previously
described our school as “not
USF-Tampa” and “not St.
Pete College,” we now speak

of our distinctive identity.
Our core values -- studentcentered success, research
and innovation, inclusion
of differences, commitment
to community, and care for
natural environment – have
branded every choice from
freshmen orientation to
strategic partnerships with
business, government, nonprofits, and philanthropists.
Annual town hall meetings
and ice-cream socials gave us
the chance to celebrate where
Vision 20/20 had led us over
the past year and to focus
on challenges for the next.
Sophia left a legacy of
connection and shared
governance that Interim
Chancellor Martin Tadlock will

carry forward and build upon.
We have a strong, shared bond
that transcends her departure
because she convinced most
faculty and staff, as well as
administrators, that each of
us is an agent of change and a
member of the team. We carry
in our hearts, if not on signs on
our walls, the question, “What
have I done for a student
today?” USFSP has multiple
voices answering that question
for many students every day.
Deni Elliott holds the
Eleanor Poynter Jamison
Chair in Media Ethics and
Press Policy at USFSP.
She is also Chair of the
Department of Journalism
and Digital Communication.
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All Smiles: Wisniewska beside Frank Biafora, dean of the college of Arts and
Sciences in the USC in a 2013 welcome event.

Wisniewska: she would never jeopardize students’ safety

By Nancy McCann
Contributor

C

onfident that all students
had evacuated and
campus preparations for
Hurricane Irma were complete,
Regional Chancellor Sophia
Wisniewska left St. Petersburg
on Saturday, Sept. 9, to escape
the potential fury of the storm.
She returned three days later
to the wrath of USF system
President Judy Genshaft.
In a scorching letter that was
never officially sent, Genshaft
wrote she was firing Wisniewska
for her “lack of leadership” in
handling Irma preparations and
creating “an intolerable safety
risk to our students and the
USFSP community.”
But when Wisniewska
pushed back in an equally
blunt written response, the two
leaders eventually agreed to a
settlement — signed Monday
— that let Wisniewska resign
with 20 weeks’ severance pay,
accrued leave and a ninemonth appointment to an
online teaching and research
assignment off campus for the
spring 2018 semester.
“The campus community is
my life; I would do nothing
to hurt them,” a reflective
Wisniewska said Tuesday in
an interview at her home. “The
suggestion that I would put
students in danger is simply
not true. The fact is, I was the
first to be looking out for the
safety of the students.”
Genshaft said Wisniewska did

not act promptly when told to
evacuate the USFSP residence
halls on Friday, Sept. 8.
But two days earlier,
Wisniewska said,
Genshaft had rejected a
recommendation by the
St. Petersburg campus’
emergency response team to
be cautious and evacuate the
two residence halls.
By 3 p.m. that day, she
said, the USF system issued
“nothing at all about our
residence halls. We were
getting calls from parents —–
‘What should we do? Should I
come get our daughter?’“
Wisniewska said she followed
through with an announcement
to students explaining Genshaft’s
directive that the residence halls,
located in evacuation zone B,
would be evacuated only if it
became mandatory.
As Irma’s trajectory changed,
Genshaft’s position shifted.
“On Friday at 8 p.m., Cindy
Visot (Genshaft’s chief of
staff) called with the request to
close the residence halls,” said
Wisniewska. “Ten students
were still there. Because they
were not under a mandatory
evacuation, I knew I might be
getting some pushback. I asked
Gerard Solis (USF general
counsel) for his opinion. Based
on the advice from Solis, we
told students they needed to
be out by 8 a.m. Saturday, and
they were gone by that time.”
All the students had left
the residence halls before
she departed for Atlanta with

friends, Wisniewska said.
She let Genshaft know by
email Sunday morning that
she was in Atlanta.
“I probably should have
written on Saturday that I was
in Atlanta — live and learn,”
said Wisniewska. “I was aware
of no requirement that I had to
stay. I was in communication
and checking on things; that’s
what I was thinking about.”
Wisniewska said she had a
conference call with her top
administrators on Monday,
Sept. 11, for an assessment after
the storm and “thought things
couldn’t have gone smoother.”
So “it was shocking,”
she said, when she learned
Genshaft wanted to fire her.
The forced resignation of the
popular regional chancellor
—and the way it was handled
by Genshaft and her team

in Tampa — has prompted
dismay and criticism on the St.
Petersburg campus.
But Wisniewska, who began in
July 2013 with an annual salary
of $265,000 and after four years
was making $289, 075, said she
is resigned to the outcome.
“I signed an agreement; I
work at the pleasure of the
president,” she said. “There’s
no going back.”
Wisniewska said she has a favor
to ask the campus community:
“Please give all the support
you can to (Interim Regional
Chancellor) Martin Tadlock
and help him do the best he
can,” she said.
Wisniewska said she will
“let this storm subside” before
thinking about what’s next.
“I loved my job. I love the
people,” she said. “I miss
them already.”

COURTESY OF USFSP

Final Goodbye: This was taken in 2013. Four years later, Wisniewska would
declare, “I love my job. I love the people. I miss them already.”
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TADLOCK, continued from P1
decision to go to college,
calling it a “stupid idea.” No
one in his family had gone.
In the midst of thinking
about life after high school,
Tadlock was at risk of being
drafted for the Vietnam War,
even as it was ending. He
was terrified.
“I was watching on TV one
night and they were rolling the
Powerball cage, but it really
was the lottery for the draft.
And they pulled my birthday
out, the number 12. I was
the number 12 birthday that
they pulled out of the cage
... So I was going ‘Ok, I’m
going to be packing a rifle and
going to Vietnam if I don’t do
something’,” he said.
Instead of waiting for the
draft to send him to Vietnam,
he signed up for the Air Force.
“I called a friend of mine
and we went downtown the
next day to the Air Force
recruiter, and we signed up for
the Air Force. I went home and
told my mom and she cried,”
Tadlock said.
He served in the Air Force
for four years, married and
had kids. Toward the end of
his tour, he lived in Turkey.
There he started thinking
about life and work beyond
his discharge. The thought of
the GI Bill popped up, but he
was frightened by the idea of
college and quickly nixed it.
That outlook changed
after taking a writing class
in Turkey through extension
services by the University of
Maryland. He got a B.
After leaving the Air Force,

he went on to Utah State
University. But the road to
graduation wasn’t easy. He and
his wife both worked while he
went to college.
What kept him at the
university were the people. It
was the advising offices and his
professors, who were “so nice”
and encouraging. After six years,
three major changes and many
excess credits, he earned his
bachelor’s degree in geography
with a minor in English.
He later went on to earn
a master’s in secondary
education at Utah State and
a doctorate in educational
administration and leadership
at Miami University in Ohio.

of William T. “Bill” Hogarth,
who is tasked with helping
Tadlock in his new role, and
Helen Levine, regional vice
chancellor of governmental

relations. Hogarth himself was
interim regional chancellor
before Wisniewska took the
position in July 2013.

Information for this article
was gathered from Tahlequah
Daily Press, NewsOK and
Muskogee Phoenix.

FIRST WEEK AS
CAMPUS LEADER
“Hectic.”
That’s the word Tadlock
used to describe his first week.
Behind the scenes, the
greatest challenge has been
learning how to balance the
workload of his new role
with that of his academic
affairs position.
Since Thursday, Tadlock has
tried to integrate the regional
chancellor’s calender with his
vice chancellor of academic
affairs calendar. He’s held
forums, created new events
all the while trying to find
time to introduce himself
to legislators, government
officials, donors and various
city and county organizations.
Tadlock has been making
those phone calls with the help
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Caught by Surprise: Martin Tadlock received a phone call Thursday morning from USF system president Judy
Genshaft. She called to offer him an interim regional chancellor position.

What to do: Sept. 25 - Oct. 1
By Lis Casanova
lis@mail.usf.edu

MONDAY
SING IT: If you haven’t
checked out The Edge yet
— you know, that new, ultramodern-looking remodel of old
Coquina Club — now is the
time. The Harborside Activities
Board is using the space to host
a Karaoke Open Mic Night
from 8 p.m. – 10 p.m. and
you should definitely be there.
Prizes include HAB swag, a
Bluetooth speaker and a pair of
97X Next Big Thing passes.
PEN PAL: Have you got an
unquenchable love of books,
writing and a yearning for
deeper human connection?
Try an old-school approach by
joining the Paper & Pen Pal
Club at Room 901 at 7 p.m.
The event, hosted by Keep St.
Pete Lit., is in a partnership
that began in August with
Houston’s Brazos Bookstore.
Come out and respond to their
letters or write your own, then
return on the last Monday of
every month to get your reply.
P.S. You’ll love the locale.

TUESDAY
CONNECT: Since you

started college you’ve probably
heard people mention this
“networking” concept too
many times to count. The idea
seems to speak for itself —
meet people who will help you
meet other people — but what
exactly does it entail? And what
does it require on your part?
Lunch and Learn: Networking
hosted by Compass wants to
make sure you know. The event
will take place in the Compass
office (COQ 101) from 3 p.m.
– 4 p.m.
DEEP DISCUSSIONS:
There has been much talk over
the past year about the media. It
would seems that there is more
misinformation in the “era of
information” than anything else.
But to what extent is that true?
Art and Media in the Era of
Extremism is a panel discussion
about the power of words and
images, and on the positive and
negative media influences. The
event, hosted at The Museum
of Fine Arts at 6:30 p.m.
includes panelists like Poynter
Institute Vice President Kelly
McBride, News Director at
WUSF Mary Shedden and MFA
Executive Director Kristen
Shephard, among others.

WEDNESDAY

GAMES: Nothing more
to do on a Wednesday night?
Grab your friends and go
play some games at Compass’
Game Night in COQ 101 from
5 p.m. – 6:30 p.m.. Expect
to find boards of Monopoly,
Life, Jeopardy and more. Feel
free to bring your own board
games too! Food and drinks
will be provided.
QUICK MEET: It’s general
knowledge that transparency in
governments is a good thing,
right? Well, tilt your hats to
USFSP Student Government
for providing opportunities to
be just that. SG Grab N’ Go
is a small-scale event hosted
from the Student Government
office in the SLC where
students “grab a snack, go to
class and learn more about
(their) campus.” Seems
straightforward enough. Be
there at 5 p.m. and get to know
your campus student leaders.
POETS UNITE: Find
like-minded and like-hearted
souls at Poetry Open Mic
hosted by Keep St. Pete Lit
at The Studio@620 from
7 p.m. – 9 p.m. It’s a chill
crowd, and the drinks? You
can get them chilled too.

THURSDAY

MAKE A MARK: Want to
ensure that your mark is left
on campus, your name never
forgotten? Well then come out
to the Student Org Row - Paint
a Tile event, hosted by the
Office of Leadership & Student
Organizations in the SLC
1800, from 8 a.m. – 2 p.m. The
painted tiles will be showcased
along the Student Life Center
for time to come.
CARDS AND TAILS:
Celebrate your dark humor
and terribly dirty mind (it’s for
a good cause). Tails and Ales
Game Night begins at 6:30
p.m. at Pinellas Ale Works
and brings out Cards Against
Humanity to benefit the Friends
of Strays Animal Shelter. Each
PAW beer sold generates $1
toward the shelter, so, drink up
— responsibly.

FRIDAY
CARE CRAFT: Wondering
how you can help with
Hurricane Irma’s relief efforts?
Well, it can be as easy as
making a craft. Craft for a
Cause: Florida Strong Signs
invites the community to
join makeme’s Wood Sign
Workshop from 7 p.m. – 9
p.m. 25 percent of each class

fee will be donated to the
St. Petersburg Free Clinic
and Food Bank to provide
assistance to those affected by
the hurricane.

SATURDAY
SPOOKY MOVIE: If
you’re new to St. Petersburg,
you just can’t miss this. If
you’re not new, well, you
shouldn’t miss it either. There’s
no better way to welcome
the spooky season than by
going out to Williams Park,
sitting on the lawn along with
the rest of the community,
and watching a good ol’ Fall
favorite: Beetlejuice. It’s at 6
p.m., it’s free, it’s outside and
it truly is a great time. P.S.
Bring a blanket.

SUNDAY
BB PATCH: If you can
make it out to Gulfport, let
this be your reminder that The
Blueberry Patch is hosting
an Open Mic Night at 8 p.m.
We’re sure you already know
about “The Patch” but if you
don’t, where have you been?
It’s the place Creative Loafing
Tampa described as, “like
looking out from inside a
Christmas tree” and yeah, it’s
that cool. Be there.
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Grading the regional chancellor:
A string of A’s – and then an F

COURTESY OF USFSP

Campus Community: From a podium in a Univeristy Student Center Ballroom in 2013, Wisniewska said she was struck by the deep well of affection the community has for the university.

By Nancy McCann
Contributor

F

or four years, the president
of the USF system
applauded the performance
of Regional Chancellor Sophia
Wisniewska with positive
evaluations and pay raises.
President Judy Genshaft
praised Wisniewska for building
a senior leadership team,
meeting goals and working hard
for “the success of USFSP.”
Documents in Wisniewska’s
personnel file also show
that Genshaft wanted the
chancellor to be more rahrah about the USF system,
which comprises campuses
in Tampa, St. Petersburg and
Sarasota-Manatee.
She urged Wisniewska to
be more “BULLISH” (the
university system’s slogan for
Bold, United, Leaders, Loyal,
Impactful, Student-centric and
High Quality), writing that
she could begin with “simple
things like getting a USF plate
and attending (USF) system
functions as a priority.”
In short, there is nothing in
the personnel file to suggest that
Wisniewska was in disfavor or
in danger of losing her job.
Nothing, that is, until
earlier this month, when
Genshaft wrote a letter – never
officially sent – that castigated
Wisniewska, 65, for the way
she handled Hurricane Irma.
Within days, Genshaft and the
chancellor she had repeatedly
praised had negotiated an abrupt
resignation that left Wisniewska’s
reputation in tatters and plunged
the St. Petersburg campus into
dismay and confusion.
As faculty admirers of
Wisniewska noted in campus
forums and interviews with The
Crow’s Nest, the sudden fall of
the chancellor was a wrenching
turn in the career of an upby-the-bootstraps woman and
popular academic leader.

A statement written by
Wisniewska in her 2013-2014
self-evaluation might offer a hint
about the leadership qualities
Genshaft said were glaringly
lacking before, during and after
Irma impacted the campus.
“I am the best as the
overall conceptualist,
strategist, planner, schemer
and motivator. However,
I am not the down-to-thenitty-gritty implementer,
wrote Wisniewska. “Thus,
I will need to strengthen my
communication, especially
with my academic, finance
and operations officers, to
ensure that things don’t fall
through the cracks and that
there are no surprises.”
Born in Poland, Wisniewska
came to the United States at
age 10, speaking no English.
She said her mother told her
father that “‘we needed a better
life for this family.’”
Wisniewska’s father, an “oldfashioned custom tailor,” was
the first to reach Philadelphia.
Six months later, she arrived
with her mother, two sisters
and two brothers. There were
originally six children in the
family; an older brother died
from typhus when he was 6.
They moved in with an
“older, distant uncle who was
lonely” and did not mind the
intrusion of a big family.
In addition to mastering
English – the fifth language in
which she’s at least proficient
– Wisniewska speaks Russian
and said she “can do research”
in German and French. She
was the first in her family to
graduate from college.
She became a teacher and
scholar in Russian language
and literature while building
a career as an academic
administrator, at Temple
University Ambler and then
Penn State Brandywine.
In 2012, Wisniewska and
a friend hiked from Pittsburg
to Philadelphia – nearly 300

miles – “to celebrate her
love of Pennsylvania and
the importance of a healthy
lifestyle” and because she
wanted to meet people who live
in the small towns, according to
a Brandywine blog.
She was at Penn State
Brandywine when she caught the
eye of the committee that was
searching for a new chancellor at
USF St. Petersburg.
References provided in 2013
during USFSP’s search for
its next leader collectively
portray Wisniewska as
a likable, hardworking,
energetic, intelligent and
talented administrator.
Madlyn Hanes, vice
president for Commonwealth
Campuses of the Pennsylvania
State University and
Wisniewska’s boss at the time,
told the search committee that
Wisniewska “is continuing to
learn and grow in her current
chancellor role and that she
will reach her full potential …
at USF St. Petersburg.”
“She is forthright. She sees
the big picture. She has a
vision,” said Helene Bludman,
Brandywine’s director of
marketing and university
relations. “She needs to get up
to speed w/her social media.
She needs to TWEET!”
“If you get her, we’ll lose
a great chancellor,” said
Ivan Esparragoza, a faculty
member who was on Penn State
Brandywine’s search committee
when Wisniewska was hired.
“She’s been pushing hard to
make Brandywine into a better,
residential college.”
Esparragoza gave her
“high marks for integrity,
ethical decision making, and
consensus building.”
Wisniewska arrived in St.
Petersburg in the summer of
2013 as the small university
along the city’s beautiful
waterfront was striving to
escape the long shadow of the
main USF campus in Tampa.

In a September 2014 letter
evaluating Wisniewska’s first
year as regional chancellor,
USF system President Judy
Genshaft thanked Wisniewska
for doing “a tremendous job
bringing stability to your
senior leadership team.”
In the next year’s evaluation,
Genshaft told Wisniewska
she was “pleased with the
fulfillment of a majority of
your 2014-2015 goals.”
“I see many positives and hard
work dedicated to the success
of USFSP,” wrote Genshaft in
July 2016, toward the end of
Wisniewska’s third year. “I now
look forward to your greater

One of the accomplishments
that Genshaft cited in her
evaluations was Wisniewska’s
role in securing a $10
million donation – the largest
gift in USFSP history –
from philanthropist Kate
Tiedemann in 2014.
The College of Business
is named for Tiedemann, an
entrepreneur who founded and
later sold a surgical instrument
company before retiring to
Pinellas County.
Like Wisniewska, Tiedemann
immigrated to this county as a girl.
Like Wisniewska, she was poor
and did not speak English but
became a success story by dint of
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Welcome: The campus welcomed Sophia Wisniewska. Her top priority upon
being hired was developing a substantive and collaborative strategic plan.

attention on a broader USF
system perspective.”
During her stint as regional
chancellor, Wisniewska told
The Crow’s Nest, she met
monthly with Genshaft at the
Seasons 52 restaurant in Tampa
for a “lengthy lunch” and spoke
to her by phone between those
meetings if necessary.
“I looked forward to the
luncheon sessions; I always
brought a list of requests
and things to discuss,” she
said. “We had differences of
opinion, but the discussions
were very pleasant.”

determination and hard work.
When Wisniewska was asked
if she thinks the life history
she shares with Tiedemann
– a fellow immigrant-turnedgreat achiever – influenced
Tiedemann’s large donation,
she responded:
“While Kate and I share
parallels in our personal lives,
I believe she was drawn to our
vision for the college and the
university. Though we formed
an immediate bond, perhaps in
part because of our immigrant
history, it was the faculty, staff,
and students who won her over.”

